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Abstract 
This study examines the influence of transformational leadership style on employees’ organizational commitment to change in 
Malaysia higher education context. Recently there has been a wave of changes due to the ranking system issue whereby 
Malaysian universities have not been able to break into the top 200 universities in the world. A total of 458 lecturers voluntarily 
participated in this study. The findings suggested that two dimensions of transformational leadership style namely, idealized 
influence and inspirational motivation were found to have positive relationship with personal commitment to change.  
Implications of the findings are further discussed. 
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1. Introduction  
 
In response to these potential problems, many forward-thinking organizations are striving to create a positive 
organizational climate in order to keep those good employees through various human resource management 
initiatives (Chew & Chan, 2008). Extensive research is available in the organizational behavior literature 
investigating the process of leadership style and organizational commitment to change. But the two constructs-- 
leadership style and organizational commitment to change seem to have been examined almost independently. This 
is particularly true in the Malaysian context. Some researchers have speculated that supervisory behavior may have 
an impact upon subordinates’ perceptions of supervisory power. According to Elangovan and Xie (2000), 
organizations nowadays are multifunctional teams moving along a horizontal structure where it is vital to fully 
understand the employees’ perceptions of supervisors’ power.  Subordinates have been given considerable 
autonomy to set goals and evaluate output, which used to be the traditional role of supervisors. In fact, 
organizations have reengineered themselves to be more efficient and therefore no longer practice the traditional 
corporate hierarchy, thus pushing more decision making to lower level management.  These new workplace trends 
stress the importance of developing and expanding the roles of followers in the leadership of organization. These 
trends also rationalized the willingness of leaders to embrace the notion of sharing power with subordinates. When 
a minority opinion is attributed to an out group member, it can influence individuals who are in the majority 
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(Phillips, 2003). This implies that lower status workers now possess certain power that can be used to not only 
influence one another but also their supervisors. This coincides with Kanter’s (1974) observation that power 
should be shared by managers and employees so that employees are able to act effectively on their own.   
Brennan, Ferris, Paquet, and Kline (2003) claimed that subordinates often have as much power over their 
supervisors as the supervisors have over them. This is especially true in a scenario where the effectiveness of 
managers depends on their influence over supervisors and peers in addition to their power over subordinates. As 
noted by Gardner (1990), in a way, leadership is conferred by followers. This is further supported in a study by Bass 
and Stogdill (1990) that, “the power of those who are influenced adds to the total power available in the situation 
and can be increased by the synergistic action of the leader and their followers” (p. 227). 
Most prior research focused on cases in Western countries and in private organizations, very few researches on 
leadership have focused on emerging economics such as Malaysia and particularly non has been researched on 
public universities, hence, it will be interesting to see the much different research results on leadership due to the 
huge difference in the market environment and the management practices between Western counties and Malaysia.  
The major concern of this research is to determine whether leadership theory and organizational commitment to 
change are applicable in the public universities located in Malaysia. 
In view of the above objective, the questions that are to be addressed in this study are: 
(i) Is there a positive relationship between Transformational leadership style such as individualized 
consideration, intellectual stimulation, inspirational motivation, idealized influence and commitment to 
change such as personal goals, capacity beliefs, context beliefs, and emotional arousal process? 
 
2. Literature Review 
 
2.1. Leadership  
 
Hollander and Offermann (1990) concurred that leadership clearly depends on responsive followers in a process 
involving the direction and maintenance of collective activity. Although the conceptual and research developments 
in the past have shown increasing attention to followers’ perception in the leadership process, their roles were still 
viewed as essentially passive. In the same vein, out group minority opinion holders are less influential because they 
do not have a valid view of reality from the perspective of the in-group and this diminishes its influence (David & 
Turner, 1996). Some researchers (Schriesheim, Castro & Yammarino, 2000) on the other hand noted that, it is 
important for subordinates to attempt to influence their supervisors to provide them with resources and assistance so 
as not to be wrongly interpreted by their supervisors as lacking in interest or desire to do well in the organization. As 
emphasized by Kipnis Schmidt and Wilkinson (1980), the conceptualization of formal authority is too simple 
because position itself does not automatically guarantee legitimate authority. In fact, legitimate power stems from 
two primary sources, namely the authorization by those higher in the hierarchy, and endorsement from those lower 
in the hierarchy (Johnson & Ford, 1996).   
As demonstrated in the discussion above, supervisors are now playing the role of co-coordinators, facilitators, 
and mentors rather than carrying out the traditional role of planning, organizing, leading, and controlling. 
Subordinates’ ability, experience, and knowledge reduce the impact of instrumental leadership, as some 
subordinates are able to set their own goals and sometimes further defining and reaching the goals (Yagil, 2002). 
Leadership is a process of interaction between leaders and subordinates where a leader attempts to influence the 
behaviour of his or her subordinates to accomplish organizational goals (Yukl, 2005). In other words, leadership is 
described as the selection of bases of influence (Krause, 2004).  
Over the past two decades, transformational leaders’ behaviours have been the primary focus of leadership 
theories (Powell, Butterfield & Bartol, 2008). Burns (1978) discussed leadership as transforming in which the 
leaders and the followers are often transformed or changed in performance and outlook. Further, the leader-follower 
interaction is known as the transformational influence process and it is also referred as transformational leadership 
(Bass & Avolio, 1993). 
Despite the importance of influencing subordinates for leadership effectiveness, leaders in universities are 
generally not aware of how influential they can be, or explicitly consider their leadership style in achieving better 
performances. It is vital as it have important implications for management-development efforts, especially since 
leaders often need to influence and motivate subordinates; bring about commitment and extra effort, and most 
importantly to increase the performances of the universities. 
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2.2. Transformational Leadership Style 
Past studies have constantly reported that transformational leadership is more effective, productive, innovative, 
and satisfying to followers as both parties work towards the good of organization propelled by shared visions and 
values as well as mutual trust and respect (Avolio & Bass, 1991; Fairholm, 1991; Lowe, Kroeck, & 
Sivasubrahmaniam, 1996; Stevens, D’Intino, & Victor, 1995). This implies that transformational leaders believed in 
sharing of formalized power and more often practice the use of personal power. Findings of Albulushi and Hussain 
(2008) also supported that when transformational leadership is practiced, team members believe that their leaders 
care for them rather than using them as a means to an end. In the same vein, other study has drawn a distinction 
between authentic transformational leadership and pseudo-transformational leadership (Bass, 1985). It was found 
that pseudo-transformational leaders would seek power and position even at the expense of their followers’ 
achievements, thus their behaviours are inconsistent and unreliable (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999). Bass and Avolio 
(1993) revealed that transformational leaders who encourage their followers to think critically and creatively can 
have an influence on their followers’ commitment. This is further supported by Walumbwa and Lawler (2003) that 
transformational leaders can motivate and increase followers’ motivation and organizational commitment by getting 
them to solve problems creatively and also understanding their needs.  Past researchers contended that twenty years 
of leadership studies have concluded that leaders who possess some values of transformational leadership style 
would generate higher level of employees’ commitment and satisfaction (Walumbwa, Lawler, Avolio, Wang, & Shi, 
2005). Following research propositions is tested: 
 
H1: Transformational leadership style such as individualized consideration, intellectual stimulation, 
inspirational motivation, idealized influence is positively related to commitment to change such as 
personal goals, capacity beliefs, context beliefs, and emotional arousal process. 
 
Social exchange theory has been applied to look at this framework in view of the fact that resource based theory 
has suggested that a firm’s resources are extremely important for the firm’s development and that human capital is a 
key resource of a firm. In addition to that, social exchange theory has also indicated that power relationship occurs 
naturally when people with different levels of potential power interact to accomplish organizational goals 
(Mossholder, Kemery, Bennett, & Wesolowski, 1998). This study attempts to establish an empirical relationship 
between these two constructs, namely, leadership style and commitment to change.    
3. Research Methodology 
Data was collected through survey questionnaires from targeted lecturers working in public universities in 
Malaysia using a convenient sampling method. A total of 500 questionnaires were distributed to selected public 
universities. However, only 458 lecturers responded to the survey.  The measuring instrument for data collection 
from the lecturers is in the form of questionnaires and is divided into three sections. Section 1 requires the 
respondents to rate their superiors’ leadership style using a 7-point Likert Scale as proposed by several researchers 
(e.g., Avolio & Bass, 2002; Bass, 1985; Bass & Avolio, 1993; Den Hartog, Van Muijen, & Koopman, 1997; Hinkin 
& Tracey, 1999) were used in this study as it still appears to be fairly representative and popular in application. In 
Section 2, commitment to change which was conceptualized as the functional equivalent of motivation and theories 
of motivation developed by Ford (1992) and Bandura (1986) are adapted to guide this research. The explanation for 
variation in lecturers’ commitment to change, according to this formulation, can be tracked through four variables, 
namely, personal goals, capacity beliefs, context beliefs, and emotional arousal process. Finally, Section 3 is used to 
collect the personal profile and demographic data of respondents.  
4. Research Findings 
Multiple regression analysis was carried out to test the hypotheses that comprised the direct effects on 
transformational and organizational commitment to change.  Table 1 presents the results of the analyses. As noted in 
Table 1, the analysis revealed that two dimensions of transformational leadership style which are idealised influence 
and intellectual stimulation were found to have significant impact on three dimensions of commitment to change, 
namely personal goals, capacity belief, context belief, which explained about 28%, 34%, and 36% of the variability 
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in personal goals, capacity belief and context belief respectively. Only one dimension of transformational 
leadership, namely idealized influence was found to be significantly related to commitment to change and that 
accounted for 19% of the variability in emotional arousal dimension of commitment to change.  
 
Table 1. Regression results between transformational leadership style and commitment to change 
 
Independent Variable Commitment to change  
 
 
Personal 
goals  
Capacity  
Belief 
Context  
Belief  
Emotional  
Arousal 
Model Variables 
Inspirational Motivation 
Idealized Influence 
Intellectual Stimulation 
Individualized Consideration 
 
.03 
.33** 
.20** 
.01 
 
-.02 
.32** 
.27** 
.05 
 
-.02 
.24** 
.34** 
.08 
 
.09 
.40** 
.07 
-.12 
R2 
Adj R2 
F Value  
.28 
.27 
42.71** 
.34 
.33 
55.93** 
.36 
.35 
61.37** 
.19 
.18 
25.32** 
5. Discussions 
Overall, the stated research hypotheses received partial to moderate support from the data. As stated by 
Selvarajah and Meyer (2008), managerial behaviour is one of the important components associated with the 
excellent leadership in Malaysia. Two dimensions of transformational leadership style namely, idealised influence 
and intellectual stimulation were found to have positive relationship with all dimensions of commitment to change.  
Hence, hypothesis 1 is partially supported.  
As stated by Alimo-Mecalfe, Alban-Metcalfe, Bradley, Mariathasan, and Samele (2008), transformational 
leaders would encourage and motivate the development of their employees based on integrity, openness and 
transparency, and the genuine valuing of others and their contributions. Shamir, Zakay, Breinin and Popper (1998), 
and, Walumbwa and Lawler (2003) who elucidated that leaders who exhibit transformational leadership style are 
more effective in achieving significantly higher commitment levels than transactional leaders. As stated by Lee 
(2008), in an exchange characterized by trust and loyalty, leaders would delegate more challenging and relevant 
responsibilities that involve greater risk-taking to subordinates that they trust (Tierney & Farmers; 2002). These 
findings can be explained by the theory of social exchange (Blau, 1964) where employees would continue to commit 
themselves and stay with the organization if they are contented with the needs, expectations, desires or preferences 
(Chew & Chan, 2008). In addition to that, the results could be particularly true in high power distance country like 
Malaysia, as leading is a hierarchical relationship (Ansari, Ahnad, & Aafaqi, 2004; Kennedy, 2002) between 
subordinates who would tend to yield to superior authority and leaders who are expected to be paternalistic (Farh & 
Cheng, 2000). 
This research highlights the importance of leadership style awareness as a valuable approach in order to achieve 
a better commitment to change. Exploring the phenomenon of transformational leadership style among higher 
education learning in Malaysia has certainly broadened the understanding of the leadership style on commitment to 
change. Certainly, by drawing upon the diverse literatures, this study has inevitably developed some guidelines for 
scholars as well as leaders on the effective use of this leadership style. 
6. Implications 
Findings from this study will have several implications. Firstly, this study represents the theoretical or empirical 
research regarding the leadership style and organizational commitment to change in the higher education learning. 
Despite the fact that leadership style is an important factor as a basic requirement for the effective used of 
commitment, there have been very few empirical researches on leadership style and organizational commitment to 
change in the higher education sector. Without a doubt the research on leadership style on organizational 
commitment are still limited in its ability to provide an unequivocal guideline and to advice on the best way to apply 
the suitable leadership style. It is believed that this study have added value to the literatures on Malaysia higher 
education leadership style especially in the Malaysian settings since there were limited literatures done on similar 
setting. 
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7. Conclusion 
From the results of this study it can be concluded that the leadership style of supervisor is an important 
dimension of the social context because it shapes subordinates’ organizational commitment to change in various 
important ways, particularly in higher education learning. This study has provided empirical evidence of the impact 
of leadership style of supervisors’ on lecturers’ commitment to change. The results have found that transformational 
leaders would be able to motivate subordinates to perform as expected. 
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